The human life history is characterized by several unusual features, including large babies, late puberty and menopause, and the fact that there is a strong cultural influence on reproductive decisions throughout life. In this review I examine human life history from an evolutionary ecological perspective. I first review the evidence for life history trade-offs between fertility and mortality in humans. Patterns of growth, fertility and mortality across the life span are then discussed and illustrated with data from a traditional Gambian population. After outlining the stages of the human life course, I discuss two phenomena of particular interest in evolutionary anthropology, both of which are apparently unique to humans and neither yet fully understood. First, I discuss the evolution of menopause, the curtailing of female reproduction long before death. The evidence that this evolved because investment in existing children's future reproductive success is more important than continuing child bearing into old age is reviewed, along with data relating to the biological constraints that may be operating. Second, I discuss the demographic transition. Declining fertility at a time of increasingly abundant resources represents a serious challenge to an evolutionary view of human life history and behaviour, and is thus examined in detail. Parental investment in children in competition with each other may be key to understanding both of these unusual human phenomena.
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H umans have big, but relatively helpless, babies, infant mortality is high, sibling rivalry is fierce, puberty is late and, for women, child bearing is rapid and dangerous, parental effort is arduous and protracted, and postreproductive life is long. Whilst many of these characteristics are common to the apes, many are exaggerated or unique in Homo sapiens.
Humans are so unusual in so many respects that it is hard to attribute some aspect of our behaviour or life history to some aspect of our ecology by comparison with other primates. An outstanding oddity is the size of the brain, which lies two to three standard deviations above the line predicting brain size from body size for primates (Pagel & Harvey 1989) ; and it is plausible (although far from certain) that many of the other unusual features of human life history relate back to this. The consequences of a large brain are both behavioural and physiological. In this review I concentrate primarily on those aspects of human life history that are behavioural and most related to our social system, but our social system has had a powerful influence on the evolution of our physiology as well as our psychology.
Human behaviour is hugely influence by culture, itself a by-product of our intelligence. So integrated are behaviour and culture that I use the two words almost synonymously in this review. We can decide when to mate and have children, how much to feed them, how long to live with them. These are either individual decisions or behaviour followed because we want to follow some cultural norm; most such decisions are a combination of both of these features, which are no doubt also influenced by genetics.
Amongst those studying the evolution of human behaviour, the emphasis differs as to which theoretical framework is most likely to help us understand why we do what we do. Evolutionary psychologists have taken a view that much of our behaviour can be understood as genetically adapted to an ancestral environment in which we existed as hunters and gatherers for most of our evolutionary history. This ancestral environment is often referred to as our environment of evolutionary adaptedness, generally proposed as a dry, African savannah. This model draws heavily on one of the first hunter-gatherer
